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[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 20, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Dr. Michelle Baker, Professor of
Biology and Interim Dean for the College of Science at Utah State University. This is another
oral history interview for the Covid Collection project. Good morning, Dean Baker.

MB:

Morning.

TW:

So let’s start by asking when you began your career at Utah State University and the various
positions you’ve held during your USU career.

MB:

Yeah, so I started at Utah State University in fall semester 1999 as an assistant professor of
biology. I rose through the ranks and became full professor in July 2011. At that time, I was the
co-chair of the biology department’s graduate programs and the associate head for the biology
department. In 2013, so from 2013 to 2018, I was the principal investigator and project director
for Utah’s Tract-1 EPSCoR Project called iUtah. And then in June of 2018, I took a part-time
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position in the College of Science dean’s office as the associate dean for research and faculty.
And then I started as interim dean in January 2021.
TW:

So given that you were a part of the administration in the College of Science beginning in 2019,
can you remember some of the major initiatives or priorities that the College of Science had
underway before the COVID outbreak in March of 2020?

[01:55]
MB:

Yeah, before the COVID outbreak, we had a couple of initiatives related to dig data science that
were a part of our ambitions. At the time, Chris Corcoran, department of math and stats, and he
was eager to develop a kind of graduate certificate program in data science, and at the same time,
we also had a desire to develop a college-wide undergraduate minor in data science. Chris
subsequently moved over to the College of Business and developed a Center for Data Analytics,
which is somewhat related to the Data Science Initiative that we were interested in pursuing at
that time but right now we’re still focused on the minor for undergraduates.

TW:

So news out of China in late 2019 of a virus that soon spread to other countries around the world,
I believe it reached the United States in late January of 2020. What are your memories of the
initial news of a potential COVID outbreak that may affect the USU [Utah State University]
general operations as well as the College of Science, specifically?

MB:

Well, in the college we were definitely watching the news in January and February of 2020, and
as the semester progressed, we became more and more anxious and there were a number of
faculty who were calling for shut downs before we actually shut down.

[03:55]
TW:

Do you remember any messaging that University administration sent to the faculty or was there
discussions that either the faculty sent it or the staff employee association sent that percolated up
to leadership at the University about potential actions that the University might take?

MB:

I honestly don’t recall that. That would have probably gone to Maura. I remember there was, we
had a leadership team meeting – so we had leadership team meetings about every week – and I
remember there was one in early March where she had to go do something and so I was going to
lead the leadership team meeting, and it was the outline of the plans for the shut-down. We were
all kind of terrified.

TW:

And so Noelle Cockett, President Noelle Cockett, formed the COVID task force early in March
of 2020 and brought together a lot of leadership and I know informed the dean’s council and
involved the deans in some of the discussions. Did Maura bring any of that information back to
the College of Science leadership and what kinds of discussions were you having at that point in
the part of March before the decision was made to go to remote?

MB:

Yeah, that’s a great question. She did bring that kind of information back to us and there was a
lot of discussion of how to handle the laboratory classes because we have so many service classes
that have labs and how we were going to still provide some of that type of experience. There
were lots of videos created. Some of the labs were able to send home kits where they would use
kitchen items and things like that to explore different concepts.

[00:06:01]
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TW:

At some point did you, was the decision made at the faculty level or at the dean’s office level to
modify the curriculum or even maybe do without some of the curriculum elements just because of
what COVID had bared on the experience for the students and the faculty?

MB:

Yeah. I think that a lot of the hands-on type of activities had to be curtailed and they tried to
replace them as best they could with videos and then these types of kits.

TW:

And then the communication as far as, you know, the decision to move to remote for the
remainder of spring semester, what was the impact on the specific students that might have been
graduate students doing graduate research for thesis or special projects? Were they put on hold?
Were they extended? What was the experience in the College of Science?

MB:

There were a number of graduate students whose research activities who were put on hold
because of SOPs that were in place to minimize contact with others. Some lab spaces weren’t
large enough to accommodate all of the students so they would have to schedule time when they
could be there. Some students who do field work were severely impacted because of not being
able to travel, that’s mostly in geo-science and biology.

TW:

What about the, I’m imagining a lot of these labs probably have live species animals. What about
the care for the animals for the remaining of the spring semester of 2020?

[00:07:58]
MB:

Yeah, I think that they had to work out a schedule where one person would go in and check on
them and feed them and clean them up and stuff like that.

TW:

Okay. And then were there any international students that were affected by the shut-down? I
mean, were they basically able to continue to stay in Logan or were they starting to make
arrangements to return home? Do you have any recollections about international student
experiences?

MB:

I recall hearing about students who were worried about not being able to get home – they were
staying in Logan. And we had a couple of faculty members who got stranded in China because
they had gone to China over the lunar new year celebrations and one of them was able to come
back in the fall of 2021. The other one came back in the fall of 2020.

TW:

And then speaking of faculty, were any of the faculty who assisted professors, for instance, that
were on the promotion tenure track delayed in doing some of their research at the length in which
you and the dean’s office had to extend their PNT clock?

MB:

Yes. We’ve had several of them who requested extensions to their PNT clock due to a variety of
factors associated with the pandemic. Not being able to network with their colleagues at
conferences, not being able to go to the field, not being able to visit museum collections, delays in
getting graduate students who they had recruited to come to campus.

[00:10:00]
TW:

And then the recruitment of graduate students, I’m not sure what the clock is in the College of
Sciences. If you start in the fall and it carries on throughout the academic year, but was in that
first initial semester of 2020, was the recruitment or the decisions of some of the graduate
students to come either delayed or did they change their plans due to the COVID outbreak?
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MB:

There were several who did. We have some European students who didn’t come and some
Chinese and Indian students who ended up not coming. That mostly impacted departments like
chemistry and biochemistry and computer science. Our recruiting starts in the fall, and we aim to
get applications usually by December, with decisions, initial offers made in January, and then we
usually bring – not all of our departments – but some of them bring students to campus for the
graduate school used to sponsor a recruitment weekend, which was in like the third week of
February. And so the third week of February 2020, we had students come to campus and those, a
lot of them did come. I had a student who came from that recruiting event.

TW:

And so how did that impact of some of the students deciding against coming to Utah State
University affect the academic programs, the faculty that were going to be working with these
graduate students?

MB:

Well, they would have missed out on having help in their labs and stuff like that, yeah.

TW:

So it delayed even further their research.

MB:

Delayed even further.

TW:

Okay.

[00:11:52]
MB:

Yeah. There were some faculty who had issues with supply chain and getting supplies. That was
a huge issue.

TW:

Yeah, is that typical? I mean, what types of things and what types of supplies were in shortage?

MB:

PPE. So we wear gloves and goggles in labs in order to protect ourselves from chemicals and
things like that. I remember paper towels were short, certain reagents were short.

TW:

And what were the new research protocols that the College of Science had to put in place and was
there particular entities that the University formed to help review the protocols before anybody
could move forward with a particular research project?

MB:

Yes. Each PI had to develop a COVID SOP that was reviewed at the dean’s office and then sent
to the office of research for their review.

TW:

And how many did you have to review, SOPs in the College of Science?

MB:

Probably 50 or more, yeah.

TW:

So we survived the spring 2020 semester. The decision was made in June of 2020 that the
students would actually return to campus having half of which probably left as soon as the
decision was made to go to remote-only courses in the spring semester of 2020. What kind of
preparations and decisions did the dean’s office in the College of Science, discussions even, that
that the dean’s office in the College of Science had in preparation for the return of the students for
the fall 2020 semester?

[00:13:49]
MB:

We requested CARES money to develop video modules for certain classes because a lot of our
classes are very large and could not be accommodated in person. So classes were flipped where
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they would do video content and Zoom classes for these big lecture hall-type classes. The labs
were revised in a way that they could maximize safety. In some cases, conference rooms were
changed into labs spaces so that they could have students go to two different places. We got
funds from the provost office to hire undergraduate TAs to help manage making these lab
sections smaller. Some labs were taught in a way where half the class was on video for that lab
week; the other half was in person and then they would switch back and forth.
TW:

And what was the reaction or feedback of the students to these news protocols?

MB:

I think they appreciated being able to do the lab activities more than they had in the spring of
2020, and they understood that there were, you know, these limitations we’re trying to be as safe
as possible. It was very challenging, though, because when with a class of 1,000 students, there
were, like, 300 students at any point during that whole semester who were quarantined.

TW:

And so you bring up a good point. Did the quarantining, did the isolation that I know that the
COVID containment team, the COVID cares team were in play working with the students that
had been possibly exposed or were infected in quarantining them. Did that affect any of the
instruction that the College of Science had that first full academic year?

[00:15:56]
MB:

It did. It did. Because they have to do make up labs and what were they going to do for making
up that kind of stuff? And the extra grading burden from having to do, you know, the students
have graded their, the TAs graded the labs for the kids that were there and then they have this
whole other set of labs that they have to grade. It was a mess.

TW:

Sure. And I forgot to ask this earlier, the percentage of courses that went remote and then took
the hybrid approach versus just the in-person classes for that fall 2020/spring 2021, do you
remember what the College of Science, how they broke it down percentage-wise?

MB:

Oh, I don’t remember exactly.

TW:

That’s fine.

MB:

Probably at least half of them were hybrid.

TW:

Okay. And then any additional support that you gave the faculty and students in this COVID-era
that first full academic year that you can remember that wouldn’t necessarily have been in place?

MB:

Yeah. We gave the – different departments did different things, but the college gave all of the
graduate students $100 Walmart gift card for Christmas just to thank them for all of their efforts.
The chemistry department had gift bags that they handed out to the students, had things like
Aggie ice cream coupons and grocery store gift cards and things like that.

TW:

Another thing I’m curious about is during this first academic year of fall 2020/spring 2021, were
the faculty in the College of Science applying for more federal funds or writing more grants?

[00:17:53]
MB:

I wouldn’t say more but they were still writing grants.
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TW:

And the short come, I think we had mentioned something about a lot of the graduate students
made the decision or a certain number made the decision not to come, how did that affect some of
the faculty directly in either their teaching or their research during that first full academic year?

MB:

I think it extended the length of time that they needed to complete certain research projects. It
probably meant that they hired undergraduates to help with teaching labs, which requires more
supervision because an undergraduate can teach one lab section, whereas a graduate student can
teach two or three, so just more people to supervise.

TW:

Is there any other memories of that first academic year with COVID at Utah State University that
you would like to add?

MB:

Another interesting impact on graduate students is that many of them had never met with their
supervisory committee in person.

TW:

And I’m sure that had an impact on building rapport but how did it affect their studies and their
research?

MB:

I think, well I have one student who’s commented on the fact that the first time she’s going to
meet her committee in person is going to be at her defense and so she’s a little bit worried about
that just because she doesn’t have that rapport with the other committee members.

TW:

Okay. So the state legislature met in early 2021 and passed several laws related to, directly
related to COVID. One was to do away with or lessen the mask mandate at a certain date. I can’t
remember the specific date, I think it was late April or May of 2021, shorten the social distancing
guidelines and required all state public universities to provide in-person classroom instruction at
75-80 percent of what was offered in the fall semester of 2019. What were the discussions in the
dean’s office in preparation for the fall 2021 semester, given some of these new laws that were
passed?

[00:20:39]
MB:

Yeah. Being scientists, we were not happy with that legislation. We had discussions about
messaging to students in the classroom about why it was important to wear a mask, scientifically.
There were some holdouts who never would wear one, but I think some of that was effective. In
the labs, the TAs would stand outside the door and just hand masks out and most of the students
would put them, at least in fall 2021.

TW:

I know I’ve interviewed John Mortensen and I know that they had seating charts and they were
trying to work with the new laws that the state legislature had passed. What were your
recollections of what the faculty in the College of Science did to try to continue to work with
what the University had in place for the COVID protocols and were there any adjustments that
dean’s office in the College of Science working with the faculty had to make in preparation for
those courses in the fall of 2021?

[00:22:00]
MB:

Well, let me see if I can remember. I think that we still had the videos and the kits and things like
that, that we had used the year before and decided that if students were quarantined because they
had COVID that they would get to use that kind of stuff rather than trying to re-do a lab that they
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had missed. We still had hundreds of students that had to get quarantined just because the classes
are so big.
TW:

Yeah, very, very challenging from an administrative as well as just an instructional standpoint.
How was the research impacted that second year? Were the labs put back into what they were
pre-COVID as far as the protocols? Were the SOPs still in place or were those modified in the
second year of the COVID pandemic?

MB:

They were still somewhat in place, but I think that the social distancing was not part of it. But the
SOPs did say you should wear a mask and so graduate students were fine with doing that.

TW:

And you had mentioned earlier the whole calendar of recruiting graduate students beginning in
the fall and bringing students on campus in January/February of the following, the next semester.
What was the impact that second year of COVID on recruitment for research students like?

MB:

They did a virtual recruiting weekend and so they did that in spring of 2021 and this last spring as
well because with OMICRON, they didn’t want to bring people to campus at that point. And so it
was a multi-day event where the existing grad students would organize some social-type events. I
can’t remember, they had some kind of software platform, but I don’t remember what it was
called.

[00:24:16]
MB:

And they had one graduate student would be in kind of a Zoom room to answer questions about
living in Logan. Another one would have a Zoom room where the recruits could go talk about
coursework or whatever.

TW:

So they could check in and check out at certain times?

MB:

Yeah.

TW:

Or was it a set calendar?

MB:

They did have a set calendar for meetings with faculty members.

TW:

Individual faculties that they would be working with?

MB:

Yeah, and potential committee members and things like that. I think that they were able to recruit
the students that they wanted to in most of the departments.

TW:

And the faculty and graduate student research projects, were they still hampered somehow by the
COVID pandemic in the second academic year or do you feel that with the state legislature
making some changes and the vaccines becoming more available to college-age students and
maybe, I don’t know, just the different approaches and the more we learned about the vaccine,
did it affect the projects, the research of the faculty and the gradate students as much?

MB:

I don’t think it affected it nearly as much. We had people going to the field because they were
allowed to travel. People wore masks in the lab. I think most of our graduate students were
vaccinated before they were even eligible were to because a lot of them volunteered at the health
department so they could get early vaccines.

[00:26:04]
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TW:

So another thing that I know a lot of the people that we’ve been interviewing have discussed is
the decision of working remotely that first full year of the pandemic and then in the late summer
we started to steadily bring the faculty and the staff, for instance, in the library back into the
building after being gone for 15 months. What were the experiences in the dean’s office for the
College of Science regarding the return of faculty and students to the buildings on a semi-parttime regular basis?

MB:

Yeah. There was initially a lot of resistance and a desire to tele-work. We tried to do some social
things. We had lunches delivered and we had lawn chairs and we’d have an office lunch outside.

TW:

That brings up a good point. Was there some socialization, in the world of Zoom and Webex
before that, was there more important time devoted to checking in with each other as human
beings and not talking about work?

MB:

Yeah. We would have meetings to just order lunch for people and have it delivered and just visit.

TW:

You learn a lot about your colleagues’ pet’s names and –

MB:

And their grandkids and all their – one of our employees had a Rubbermaid thing full of baby
ducks in her kitchen just.

TW:

That’s great. Was she doing an experiment, a scientific experiment or was it just a side?

MB:

Just to have some pet ducks.

[00:27:58]
TW:

So from your perspective, you know, how do you feel the first year versus the second year from
the dean’s office in the College of Science went for the faculty, the staff, and the students now
that you’ve had a couple years of the pandemic to reflect on?

MB:

I think we’re in a good place as far as people getting involved in their research, recruiting
students, undergraduates and graduates to come in their last post-docs. We’ve got quite a few
post-docs. We’re still having a hard time getting people to engage in certain activities like, for
example, department meetings have been hybrid and so there’ll only be three or four people in
person and everybody else is still on Zoom, even though they’re in the building. And we can’t
figure out exactly why that is. I think that our, most of our departments are going to go to inperson only retreat so that they can’t Zoom in.

TW:

This coming fall?

MB:

Yeah. Some departments commented that they had some good colloquia seminars because they
were able to Zoom people in who wouldn’t have otherwise been able to travel. And they enjoyed
giving the opportunity to grad students to hear from famous scientists.

TW:

And before I leave to the next question, I’m wondering what were the conversations within the
dean’s council with the provost and president about how the University was operating and what
types of discussions, if I were to look at agenda, meeting agendas, were you having during the
time that you’ve been the interim dean?

[00:29:59]
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MB:

With respect to COVID, we would have the case count meetings and things like that and what the
protocols were. We’d have discussions about vaccination clinics and how to advertise to
students, faculty, and staff to vaccinated. With respect to telework, we didn’t really want all of
our employees to telework.

TW:

So, I as a historian, I see big catalyst for change, you know, some of them are a little long-lasting,
some are sudden events that create change that is long-lasting. Can you identify a couple things
that the COVID pandemic did within the College of Science that forced a change that you think
long-term is going to become kind of a permanent way of operating within the College of
Science?

MB:

I think from a curricular perspective, a number of people have flipped their classroom, which is
identified as a best practice for adult learning anyway and I think that’s going to stay for those
particular instructors. What else? We do have some people teleworking but it’s more flexible. I
think giving people the opportunity to leave to go take care of a kid or something like that is
important. It’s still concerning that we have a number of faculty with kids who are not able to be
vaccinated yet and trying to be graceful when they don’t want to come. I think is important
because they don’t want to get their kid sick.

[00:32:02]
TW:

Question I’ve been asking everyone is, how would you gauge the mental health and wellness for
yourself, for the administrators within the college of science, the faculty, the students, do you
kind of have a pulse on where everybody is after two-plus years of a pandemic?

MB:

Yeah. I think du ring the middle of the pandemic, we had the most severe mental health crisis in
our college. We had three suicides among the undergraduates. The grad students are stressed out
still. Faculty are still stressed out.

TW:

What are some of the biggest lessons learned that you take away from the pandemic? They could
be professional or personal.

MB:

That I wouldn’t want to be a stay-at-home mom having to teach school to my kids. That was the
hardest part was trying to work and have kids at home doing school.

TW:

So, Dean Baker, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the COVID
pandemic at Utah State University?

MB:

I think we handled it pretty well. I know a lot of other institutions have had a lot of faculty and
staff leaving. I think we’ve had a lot of staff leaving, but I’m not aware of, I haven’t tried to, had
to offer any retentions for faculty so I think they’re pretty good with how things happened.

TW:

You bring up a good point. Have you been in touch with colleagues from other colleges, either in
the state of Utah or around the country and compared notes?

[00:33:56]
MB:

Yeah. I mean, I’ve got colleagues all over the country and a lot of research programs were more
delayed than ours was just because of the strict lockdowns that they had. Like, we were coming
back to campus in fall of 2021. They were not coming back to campus; they were still remote.
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TW:

Dean Baker, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

MB:

Thank you.

[End recording – 34:41]
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